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Most would agree that a solid understanding of how language is acquired lies at the 
foundation of a sound teaching practice.  The author of Understanding Second Language 
Acquisition, Rod Ellis, agrees with this notion and has written an invaluable resource to provide 
teachers with a base from which to build their practice and inform their pedagogy.  I believe this 
seminal work should be considered an essential reference text for language teachers, students of 
linguistics, and anyone interested in how language is acquired.  First published thirty years ago 
when the field was still in its infancy, the original book provided a broad and comprehensive 
exploration of the research and theory behind Second Language Acquisition (SLA), and was 
quickly regarded as vital reading for language teachers.       
 The second edition of  Understanding Second Language Acquisition explores the changes 
and research developments that have taken place over the past thirty years.  At the time of its 
first publication in 1986, research about how adults and children acquire a second language 
focused heavily on grammar and the order in which linguistic forms were acquired. Little 
attention was paid to affective factors such as learner beliefs, aptitude and motivation. In the 
second edition, Ellis maintains the importance of grammar in SLA, while also focusing more on 
affective factors of language acquisition such as social context and psychotypology.  Since the 
field of SLA has evolved markedly and researchers have gained more valuable insights since the 
original book was published, Ellis describes the second edition as “an entirely new book with an 
old title” (Ellis, p.1). 
Changes in the Second Edition 
The acquisition of a second language is a far more complicated process than the acquisition of a 
first language. Invariably, more factors come into play such as the learner’s L1 background, life 
experience and personality traits.  While L1 acquisition normally takes place during the first few 
years of life in natural settings, L2 is usually acquired later in life and often in the context of a 
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classroom. Moreover, L2 learners are often aware of and able to exploit their own learning 
strategies.  While there has long been interest in second language acquisition, it was not until the 
1960s that SLA emerged as an established discipline.  Relying on research from other fields 
within linguistics, as well as psychology and sociology, Ellis acknowledges that in many ways, 
the discipline of SLA is “parasitic” (Ellis, p. 8).       
 In contrast to the majority of papers and renowned works in the field of linguistics, 
Understanding Second Language Acquisition, Second Edition is surprisingly readable as Ellis 
does not over rely on metalanguage or assume that his audience has any prior formal knowledge 
of linguistics.  The book lays down a clear theoretical framework of how second languages are 
acquired and presents ample evidence to substantiate claims in the form of case studies and 
formal research.  The book is divided into twelve chapters, beginning with an overview of the 
field of SLA and continuing through such topics as age, psychological factors, language 
development, learner variability, role of L1, input and interaction, cognitive aspects, social 
aspects, implicit instruction, and explicit instruction. The final chapter deals with understanding 
and applying SLA, which serves to bridge the gap between theory and practice.  
 Several notable changes have been made to the new edition in order to reflect current 
trends and directions in SLA research.  Thirty years ago, very little weight was given to social 
and psychological aspects of SLA, such as emotion, pragmatics and interactional factors.  Some 
might argue that even now, this area remains woefully underexplored.  However, Ellis has 
decided to expand on the ever-growing field of psycholinguistics by devoting two chapters (8 
and 9, respectively) in the Second Edition to cognitive and social aspects of SLA.  He explores 
current ways of thinking about learning as not simply a cognitive process, but a social affair in 
which interaction serves to create social contexts.      
 While one chapter is devoted to form focused instruction in the original publication, the 
second edition includes two additional chapters on explicit instruction and implicit instruction 
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(Chapters 10 and 11, respectively). This change is extremely helpful to language teachers who 
most likely employ a combination of both approaches in the classroom.  As the trend has shifted 
over the years towards a more student-centered model of language instruction, implicit 
instruction (such as presenting language in a natural context, allowing for free use of target forms 
and focusing more on communication) has gained traction as a necessary tool in successful 
language acquisition.           
 Many of the theories covered in the first edition have weathered years of scrutiny and 
investigation, such as the order and sequence of acquisition.  Other theories, once taken as fact, 
have been disproven, amended or ideologically weakened.  In light of expansive research that 
has been done in the past thirty years, in the second edition Ellis re-examines many of the former 
ideas from a fresh angle.  For example, the Critical Period Hypothesis which was first proposed 
in 1959 by Penfield and Roberts (Ellis, p. 27), has given way to a revised hypothesis of critical 
periods [emphasis added], divided by linguistic competences such as grammar, phonology and 
semantics.  Ellis also mentions that the Critical Period Hypothesis has come to be considered 
controversial as many believe that there is in fact no defined limit for learning a language at all. 
 In the second edition, Ellis has also decided to omit the chapter on learner strategies and 
to limit mention of universal grammar.  He argues that in doing so, he has been able to keep 
focus on the topics more relevant to the book’s target audience of current and prospective 
language teachers.  
Conclusion 
Understanding Second Language Acquisition, Second Edition, is an essential resource for 
teachers, students of linguistics, and anyone who simply has an intellectual curiosity about how 
language is acquired.  Revamped and updated, this edition is remarkably reader-friendly, 
providing a solid background and overview of SLA and even including a glossary of basic terms 
and concepts.  Not only is it refreshingly accessible, but it does not rely too heavily on 
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metalanguage and background knowledge.  As an updated version of the original text, the second 
edition illustrates the changes that the field of SLA has undergone in the past thirty years.  
Language teachers can (and ideally should) use this book to build and fortify their knowledge of 
the cognitive and social processes that affect language learning.  More importantly, the practical 
application of this knowledge in the classroom not only improves one’s practice but also 
positively affects the learning outcomes of one’s students. 
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